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INTRODUCAO: INTELIGENCIA ARTIFICIAL,
QUESTOES ETicAs E OVELHAS ELETRICAS

E muito provével que na semana em que vocé |é este livro um punha-
do de novidades foi anunciado no campo da inteligéncia artificial (1A), da
robética e dos sistemas pretensamente auténomos. Isso vem acontecendo
nos ultimos anos, chamando a aten¢do de quem entende e quem nada
sabe sobre o assunto. E em t3o pouco tempo — sejamos honestos! —,
nosso imagindrio foi novamente assaltado por enigmaticos personagens
sintéticos, promessas de realiza¢gdes milagrosas, incertezas sobre o futuro
imediato e ameacas ao nosso velho mundo. Entre a especulacdo, o tecno-
solucionismo, o marketing digital e os frutos efetivos do desenvolvimento
existe uma galaxia de desejos, sonhos, frustra¢des e fantasmas. Isso é na-
tural porque estamos no continuum dessa histéria, longe de ter todas as
respostas as muitas perguntas que nos assombram.

Gestado no campo dos estudos da comunicagdo, este livro se soma
a outros esforgos para tentar compreender o que alguns consideram ser
um divisor de dguas na histéria humana e na do préprio planeta. Para os
mais entusiasmados, haverd um antes e um depois da IA; para os mais
pessimistas, essa profecia s6 aumenta o entulho das nossas preocupacdes
técnicas, éticas e comunicativas. Nossas préximas paginas nao se dedicam
apenas as tensoes e didlogos com a IA, abrigando também debates sobre
moralidade, ética aplicada, desafios profissionais e redimensionamento
dos processos comunicacionais.

Um leque t3o variado tem sua razdo de ser: este livro retine textos
selecionados que foram apresentados na oitava edi¢do da “Media Ethics
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Conference” em 2024. O evento teve lugar na Faculdade de Letras da
Universidade de Coimbra, numa realizag3o conjunta com a Universidade
de Sevilha (Espanha), Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina (Brasil),
do Centro de Estudos Interdisciplinares e do Centro de Estudos de
Comunicagdo e Sociedade da Universidade do Minho (ambos de Portugal).

Para dar conta da multiplicidade de abordagens, dividimos os capi-
tulos em trés se¢des apenas para enfatizar afinidades temdticas. Isso nao
impede que sejam feitas leituras ndo-sequenciais dos textos, por exemplo,
e que haja um fluxo errético de consumo das péginas. Na prética, a liberda-
de de decidir por onde ir é de quem esta segurando este volume. Cabe aos
organizadores apresentar rapidamente os capitulos a seguir.

Composta por sete textos, a primeira se¢do aborda preocupagdes
reais para as IA. Comegamos com uma astuta afirmacgao de Rafael Capurro:
Joseph Weizenbaum encarna a ideia de parresia na era digital. Para lem-
brar: os gregos antigos chamavam de “parresia” a coragem de dizer a ver-
dade mesmo diante de riscos; e Weizenbaum foi um importante nome da
ciéncia da computac¢do quando ela se preparava para dominar o mundo.
Quando ainda estdvamos deslumbrados com o potencial das méquinas,
Weizenbaum chamou a atengdo para aspectos éticos, como a centraliza-
¢do desse poder e a distribuicdo global dos beneficios dessa revolugdo. O
argumento de Capurro foi apresentado na forma de conferéncia na “Media
Ethics Conference”, publicada neste livro de forma inédita em portugués.

Na sequéncia, Luis Borges Gouveia, Maria Beatriz Marques e Miguel
Santos perguntam se as plataformas digitais podem ser transformadas
pela IA. Longe de um exercicio retérico, os autores estdo interessados
em discutir como dois recentes instrumentos regulatérios europeus — o
Regulamento Servicos Digitais e o Regulamento Mercados Digitais — po-
dem impactar o desenvolvimento de sistemas de IA que ndo podem se
esquivar de aspectos como seguranca, privacidade e responsabilidade.

José Manuel Simdes e Wilson Caldeira se detém sobre a modalidade
mais comentada atualmente de IA, a generativa. Os autores reconhecem
os muitos avangos que podem vir a surgir dessas novidades, mas reforca a
preocupagdo de buscar harmonizar criagdo sintética e integridade, eficién-
cia técnica e valores humanos. Francilene Silva e Rita Paulino se debrugam
sobre politicas de uso de IA de cinco meios brasileiros, detectando riscos
como plagio, opacidade, preconceitos, vieses e desinformacgdo. Para a au-
tora, a ndo-rara ocorréncia de erros e a necessidade inadidvel de supervisao
humana apontam para a urgéncia de refinamentos técnicos e éticos para
assegurar qualidade e precisdo nos produtos jornalisticos.

Mais otimistas, William Henrique Franga e Marco Schneider adotam
uma postura pragmatica ao tentar demonstrar a aplicabilidade de solu¢des
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de |A para a detecgdo e remocdo de contetidos desinformativos do ambiente
online. A tecnologia ajuda a enfrentar o problema, mas os autores também
reconhecem a necessidade de acionamento do direito regulatério para fixar
pardmetros de seguranca e estabelecer contrapartidas e responsabilidades
dos criadores dos sistemas de IA.

Antonino Mario Oliveri e Gabriella Polizzi langam m3o da teoria dos
sistemas e da teoria do enquadramento para analisarem a comunicagao pu-
blica da ciéncia e dos problemas sociais em tempos de midiatizacdo. No
contexto italiano, suas conclusdes indicam uma inclinagdo comum em di-
recdo a objetificacdo de dados, o que estd diretamente associado a préticas
discursivas para a constru¢do de aparéncia de verdade nos relatos.

Jorge Rafael Martins Garrido e Jodo Carlos Vicente Sarmento discutem
o uso de solug¢des de |A em elei¢cdes, observando aspectos éticos nos proces-
sos de comunicagdo entre os atores politicos e os eleitores.

Na segunda parte do livro, sao abordados o que chamamos de “etici-
dades comunicativas”, isto é, dominios e funcionamentos de valores, atos e
consequéncias no ambito das comunicagdes sociais.

Juan Figuereo-Benitez e Julietti-Sussi de Oliveira avaliam o uso de
novos formatos de comunicagao politica, como o emprego do TikTok nas
elei¢des gerais de 2023 na Espanha. Entre os resultados da pesquisa esta a
observacao de que partidos mais novos, como o Vox — da extrema-direita
— e Sumar — da esquerda — utilizaram recursos e linguagens da rede social
chinesa com mais eficécia diante de audiéncias segmentadas.

Também mergulhadas no contexto espanhol, Lorena Chiwerto Callejo
e Gemma Teodoro Bald6 abordam os desafios para regulamentar a atividade
de novos atores da comunicagdo, como os influenciadores digitais. Para tan-
to, avaliam legislagdes recentes e contrastam a atuagado desses personagens
com os padrdes éticos do jornalismo profissional local.

Do outro lado do Atlantico, Raphaelle Batista, Natalia Huff e Kalianny
Bezerra fazem um mapeamento de valores deontolégicos indicados por
profissionais na pesquisa Perfil do Jornalista Brasileiro 2021. Apoiado em
mais de 6.000 respostas, o estudo observou a relagdo entre qualidade de
vida no trabalho, indicadores de precarizacdo e valores da ética profissio-
nal, revelando a crescente importdncia de condicionantes como credibilida-
de e transparéncia para a atuagdo ética.

Também atento as mudancas na vida e no modo de trabalho de jor-
nalistas, Marcelo Balbino discute aceleragao social e velocidade nos pro-
cessos de produgao de noticias, cujos impactos sdo sentidos nas redagoes
e no préprio status desses profissionais.

No ultimo capitulo da segunda secdo, Leoni Serpa discute os dilemas
da proximidade informativa entre midia de fonte, divulgadores cientificos e
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jornalistas quando o assunto é noticias sobre o espaco. Num comparativo
entre as paisagens brasileira e portuguesa, a autora identifica caracteristi-
cas de funcionamento que alertam para a dependéncia das agéncias espa-
ciais na producdo do noticidrio, dada a prevaléncia de divulgadores e nao
jornalistas como comunicadores principais.

Na parte final deste livro, outros quatro capitulos nos oferecem es-
tudos ou perspectivas que nos estimulam a manter nossa mirada no ho-
rizonte. lvone Rocha e Rita Paulino documentam a violenta campanha de
ataques online sofridos por uma blogueira por conta de seu ativismo femi-
nista. Milene Migliano propde pensar sobre uma ética da reparagdo a partir
de perfis nas redes sociais de uma rapper indigena. Pela 6tica dos estudos
decoloniais, Jorge Kanehide ljuim e Sandra Madalena Barbosa da Luz ana-
lisam coberturas jornalisticas de duas operag¢des policiais num cendrio de
violéncia no Brasil. Ana Carolina Trindade lista contribui¢des da literacia
mediatica no contexto comunicacional portugués.

O sumdrio deste livro é quase tao vertiginoso quanto um livro de
Philip K. Dick. H& quase 60 anos, alids, o escritor imaginou um futuro em
que robds estivessem t3o integrados a vida dos humanos que as fronteiras
entre natural e artificial ficassem borradas. Nesse mundo imaginado, as
cidades sdo insalubres, as rela¢des sdo téxicas como a atmosfera, e o cida-
d3o ordindrio anseia ter animais de estimacdo verdadeiramente biolégicos
ja que estdo disponiveis apenas exemplares sintéticos. Androides sonham
com ovelhas elétricas?, pergunta Dick no titulo do livro, chamando a aten-
¢do para questdes que ajudam a compor a nossa filosofia de ser e a nossa
prépria forma de existir.

N3o tdo distantes desse futuro, ainda insistimos em indagar sobre
a natureza de nossas escolhas, a legitimidade de nossos atos e as conse-
quéncias desses gestos. Recorremos aos sistemas de |A como os antigos
buscavam o Orédculo de Delfos. Ainda repetimos velhas perguntas, revi-
sitamos infinitas polémicas, mas ainda n3o desejamos ovelhas elétricas.
Talvez porque outros anseios povoem nossas almas, talvez porque ainda
conservemos uma natureza incerta ou talvez ainda porque nossos sonhos
permanecem indoméveis e insondaveis.

Os organizadores
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ABSTRACT

Over the past 30 years, human communication has increasingly depended
on media to facilitate a vast array of activities. This tendency is termed “me-
diatization of society”, an overarching notion that denotes the relationship
between advancements in the media arena and concomitant social and cul-
tural transformations. The notion of “mediatization” has recently been uti-
lized in the domain of public communication of science, as well as in the
public discourse surrounding social issues, exemplified by the COVID-19
pandemic in Italy. Given this premise, the aim of this study is to examine
contemporary concerns and challenges impacting the public communication
of scientific and social problems in the era of mediatization. To achieve this
objective, the study begins with two established sociological theories, specifi-
cally systems theory and framing theory, and subsequently delineates how
each might elucidate key mechanisms in the mediatization of science and
social issues. By adopting framing theory, the research analyses three distinct
domains of public communication of science and social issues: social, politi-
cal, and news media communication. Cases derived from the Italian media
landscape are examined and analysed within each communication domain.
Research findings indicate a common inclination towards the objectification
of data, directly associated with the premise that in the three aforementioned
realms of public communication, communication methods presuppose that
the topic at hand is discursively constructed to appear “true”.
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public communication, science, social problems, mediatization
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CoMUNICACAO PUBLICA DE
CIENCIA E DOS PROBLEMAS SOCIAIS
NA ERA DA MEDIATIZAGAO

REsumo

Nas ultimas trés décadas, a comunicagdo humana tem dependido cada
vez mais dos média para a realizagdo de uma vasta gama de atividades.
Esta tendéncia é designada por “mediatizagdo da sociedade”, um conceito
abrangente que descreve a relagdo entre os avancos no campo dos média
e as transformacgdes sociais e culturais dai decorrentes. A no¢io de “me-
diatizagdo” tem sido recentemente aplicada ao dominio da comunicagio
publica de ciéncia, bem como ao discurso publico em torno de problemas
sociais, como ficou patente durante a pandemia de COVID-19, em ltdlia.
Com base neste enquadramento, o presente estudo analisa as preocupa-
¢des e desafios contemporineos que influenciam a comunicagio publica
de questdes cientificas e sociais na era da mediatizagdo. Para tal, parte-
-se de duas teorias sociolégicas consolidadas — a teoria dos sistemas e
a teoria da formulagdo (framing) —, procurando demonstrar de que for-
ma cada uma poderd contribuir para a compreens3o dos principais me-
canismos envolvidos na mediatizagdo da ciéncia e dos problemas sociais.
Através da lente da teoria da formulagdo, a investigagdo analisa trés
dominios distintos da comunicagdo publica de ciéncia e de proble-
mas sociais: comunicagdo social, comunicagdo politica e comunica-
¢do nos média noticiosos. S3o examinados e analisados casos retira-
dos do panorama medidtico italiano em cada um destes dominios.
Os resultados da investigagdo revelam uma tendéncia comum para a obje-
tivagdo dos dados, diretamente associada a premissa de que, nos trés do-
minios mencionados, os modos de comunica¢do assumem que o tema em
causa ¢é discursivamente construido para ser percebido como “verdadeiro”.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

comunicagdo publica, ciéncia, problemas sociais, mediatizagdo

1. INTRODUCTION

The notion of “mediatization” has gained significance in the past 15
years for its capacity to elucidate the relationship between developments in the
media landscape and concurrent social and cultural transformations (Hepp
et al.,, 2015; Hjarvard, 2008; Krotz, 2009). The notion of “mediatization”
has lately been utilized in the domain of public communication of science
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(Valiverronen, 2021) as well as in the public communication of social issues,
including the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy (Boni, 2020; Pedroni, 2020)".

In this regard, sociological research suggests that scientific facts and
research, along with social issues, lack an objective nature and are contingent
upon processes of social production (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). Moreover,
communication has been influenced by the increasingly pervasive position of
the media as mobile communication technology have evolved. The percep-
tion of science and social issues by the general population is influenced by
the implementation of particular “media logic” (Altheide & Snow, 1979) and
mechanisms termed “framing” (Entman, 1993), which consistently impact
perceptions due to the “perpetual contact” facilitated by mobile media (Katz
& Aakhus, 2002).

Given these theoretical premises, this study aims to analyse contem-
porary concerns and challenges impacting public communication of science
and social problems in the era of mediatization. To achieve this objective,
Section 2 will provide a literature review on the idea of mediatization and
its relevance to public communication about science and social issues. The
examination will demonstrate the role of systems theory as well as framing
theory in elucidating the primary mechanisms underlying the mediatization
of science and social issues.

By adopting framing theory, Section 3 will delineate the relationship
between science, “reality”, and social conceptions of data, from which a pro-
pensity for the objectification of data appears to arise. This inclination will be
identified and examined within various media frames generated across three
distinct communication domains: social communication, political communi-
cation, and news media communication. Furthermore, examples of data ob-
jectivation derived from the Italian mediasphere will be presented. Ultimately,
Section 4 will present several conclusions.

2. THE MEDIATIZATION OF SCIENCE AND SOCIAL PROBLEMS:
LITERATURE REVIEW

Weingart (1998) and others effectively predicted the phenomenon of
“mediatization” or “medialization” of science at the onset of the internet age:

with the growing importance of the media in shaping public
opinion, conscience and perception on the one hand and
a growing dependence of science on scarce resources and

' This publication resulted from the authors’ online participation in the “VIII Conference on Media
Ethics”, which took place at the Faculty of Letters of the University of Coimbra (Portugal) on July
9-12, 2024. The participation fee was covered by the 2024 individual research fund which the “Kore”
University of Enna (Italy) assigned to Gabriella Polizzi.
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thus on public acceptance on the other, science will become
increasingly media-oriented. (Weingart, 1998, p. 872)

Viliverronen (2021) indicates that the advent of the internet and di-
verse social media platforms has facilitated the production and dissemina-
tion of media content. The “portable” characteristic of mobile media has
integrated them into the daily lives of an increasing number of individuals
and rendered them ubiquitous in modern society.

Generally speaking, Hepp et al. (2010) consider mediatization as a
comprehensive paradigm which “tries to capture long-term interrelation
processes between media change on the one hand and social and cultural
change on the other. As institutionalized and technological means of com-
munication, media have become integral to very different contexts of human
life” (p. 223).

Among other highly specialized activities, public communication
in the field of science, technology, and social problems is no exception
(Valiverronen, 2021). This is due to the “perpetual contact” (Katz & Aakhus,
2002) that the dissemination of mobile media has provided to both ordinary
and expert individuals. Perpetual contact denotes the ability for individuals
to engage with one another at any time and place, as well as to access a
growing array of scientific and non-scientific theories, methodologies, raw
data, and research findings.

In the realm of public communication of science, two prominent so-
ciological theories, specifically systems theory and framing theory, can elu-
cidate key mechanisms underlying the mediatization of science and social
issues. Weingart (2012) made a notable contribution by utilizing Luhmann’s
(1984/1995) sociological systems theory to elucidate the inter-system inter-
actions between science and the media. As clarified by Weingart (2012),

sociological systems theory suggests that modern socie-
ties are differentiated into a set of functional systems: poli-
tics, the economy, law, religion, science and (with some
qualification) the media (Luhmann 1995). These systems
are autonomous in the sense that they are defined by their
respective operating codes, in the case of science it is truth
(... ), for the political system it is power, for the economic
system it is profit, etc. (Weingart, 2012, p. 25)

In this context, Weingart borrowed two related notions from Luhmann
to explain inter-systems relations between science and the media: “cou-
pling” and “resonance”. Weingart (2012) elucidated that coupling denotes
the mutual dependencies in the form of expectations and services between
science and the media, in the sense that:
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science provides a steady stream of information to the me-
dia. Not all of it is interesting to them but some is: The
discovery of a new star, the spread of a virus, the extinction
of a particular species are all information communicated
by science on which the media rely for their news report-
ing. The mass media, on the other hand, are coupled with
science because science relies on the media’s focusing of
public attention on important discoveries and, indirectly,
demonstrating its utility and legitimating its costs. The
political expectation that science be accountable involves,
to a large degree, the media which have to spread the
message to the general public. The coupling of systems,
therefore, constitutes the connections and dependencies
between them without which mutual impacts, i.e., reso-
nance, would not be possible. (pp. 25-26).

The concept of “resonance” pertains to the various levels at which the
reciprocal influences between science and the media operate. According to
Weingart (2012), systems theory delineates three primary levels at which
these impacts may manifest: the program level, the interactional level, and
the organizational level.

At the program level, “programs are the variable aspect of codes
(which are constant). ‘Theories’ and ‘methods’ are programs of the code of
‘truth’. If one method is replaced by another, this does not affect the code”
(Weingart, 2012, p. 27). The existence of autonomous functional systems
implies their capacity to determine the nature, timing, and manner of inter-
actions, underscoring the importance of analysing the interactional dynam-
ics between the scientific and media systems, which may either collaborate
or conflict.

On the level of interaction, scientists do not “normally” com-
municate with journalists but only with their peers ( ...) rep-
utation within the scientific community, which is the basis
of the social structure of science, cannot be gained by com-
municating with the media. In fact ( ... ) there is a clearly
defined demarcation line based on the criterion of “com-
petence” that separates science (or rather research fields)
from other systems (i.e., the environment of science). In
the media, the analogon to reputation in science is promi-
nence. It shares with reputation that it denotes visibility
based on achievement, but the crucial systemic difference
is what counts as achievement. In science, in accordance
with its code, it is the generation of new knowledge. In the
media system, in accordance with its code, it is attraction of
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public interest based on news values. Prominence may be
gained by movie stars, politicians, bank robbers and mur-
derers alike. Scientists can also acquire media prominence
but prominence cannot normally be translated into scientific
reputation and vice versa ( ... ). In the logic of systems theory
this implies: If media prominence were to be transformable
into reputation, the mechanism of allocation of reputation
would not operate any more. (Weingart, 2012, p. 27)

The organizational level, in conjunction with the program and inter-
action level, can elucidate the inter-system relations between science and
the media by indicating that:

universities and research organizations have set up their
own PR offices which produce reports directed to the
broader public and the media in order to attract students
and sponsors. They also engage in the formulation of
“mission statements” that are directed to their boards of
trustees, their community and to policymakers legitimat-
ing their actions and performance. These are ways of rep-
resenting the university to the public, and the means to do
this are media oriented. (The growth and increased influ-
ence of media trained staff in science organizations is a
clear indicator). (Weingart, 2012, p. 28)

Assuming that science seeks to address social needs and resolve so-
cial issues, framing theory (Entman, 1993) appears to be another significant
theory, which can be effectively utilised to analyse the relationship between
science and social problems, on one hand, and the media, on the other.
According to Gamson and Modigliani (1987), the concept of a “frame” re-
fers to a “central organizing idea or storyline that provides meaning to an
unfolding strip of events” (p. 143). As stated by Entman (1993),

to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and
make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a
way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal in-
terpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommen-
dation for the item described. (Entman, 1993, p. 52)

Specifically, frames serve four functions, as they:

define problems — determine what a causal agent is do-
ing and costs and benefits, usually measured in terms of
cultural values; diagnose causes — identify the forces creat-
ing the problem; make moral judgments — evaluate causal
agents and their effects; and suggest remedies — offer and

106



Antonino Mario Oliveri & Gabriella Polizzi

Public Communication of Science and Social Problems in the Age of Mediatization

justify treatments for the problem and predict their likely
effects. (Entman, 1993, p. 52)

This perspective aligns with the earlier assertions of the symbolic in-
teractionist paradigm, namely that reality is a product of social construc-
tion (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), influenced significantly by news media
(Altheide, 1976). Consistent with this perspective, Blumer (1971) asserted
that a “social problem exists primarily in terms of how it is defined and con-
ceived in society” (p. 300).

In line with this viewpoint, Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) claimed that
social problems should be considered as “products of a process of col-
lective definition” rather than as “objective and identifiable societal condi-
tions that have intrinsically harmful effects” (p. 53). Furthermore, the two
scholars noted that intense competition among various actors in the public
sphere affects both the probability of a problem being included in the public
agenda and the dominance of particular definitions of that problem over
other interpretations.

3. SCIENCE, “REALITY”, AND THE SOCIAL USE OF DATA IN THE
ITALIAN MEDIASPHERE

The examination of the attributes and roles of frames in the develop-
ment and mediatization of social issues has revealed the minimal extent to
which anything can be deemed “objective” in the interpretation and com-
munication of social occurrences. The authors of this article contend that
science is not the purveyor of objective, self-evident, and indisputable knowl-
edge, despite its frequent interpretation and communication in such terms.

Consequently, we might inquire why this occurs, what interests and/
or demands this narrative aims to fulfil, and by which mechanisms science
is promoted as the positivistic purveyor of absolute facts. However, these in-
quiries evidently extend beyond the substance and scope of this work, which
is primarily concentrated on the arguments advocating for a “weaker” con-
ception of science.

The initial step in commencing this debate is to emphasize that any
intricate social phenomena can be quantified by choosing a subset of the
numerous theoretically accessible indicators. The measurement of complex
phenomena is contingent upon the choices taken by researchers and the
specific theoretical and definitional framework employed.

None of these components — theories, indicators, measuring scales
— possess an inherent “objective” value. Numerous alternative theories,
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even those that are mutually exclusive, can be developed to comprehend a
certain social occurrence; empirical study will reveal which of these ideas
align most closely with empirical evidence (where aligning does not mean
being “true”). To quantify a concept, several indicators and measurement
scales can be developed, which may encompass a larger or lesser extent of
the original idea’s semantic content, but never its entirety. The development
of the indicators, which is subjective or at best intersubjective, is succeeded
by data collection; this data, derived from non-objective theories and indica-
tors, cannot be objective as well.

This can be articulated via Equation (1), applicable to each measuring
process:

Xi=Ti+ €, m,

where X denotes the measurement conducted; T represents the “true”
value associated with the measurement object; e, signifies the “error” (or
“residual”).

Equation (1) indicates that the measurements acquired in field study
cannot align with any “true” value. The existence of a “true” measure can be
presumed but never attained, as all measurements are subject to a degree of
“error”.

Subsequent to data collection, the identical data set will align with many
alternative statistical models, which can be constructed from distinct theo-
retical frameworks, so producing diverse sets of estimates (Corbetta, 2002).
Among the various statistical models supported by the data, the researcher
may select the one deemed “optimal” based on goodness of fit indices and
other theoretical considerations; however, no model can be regarded as de-
finitively representing the “true” relationship between the involved variables.

Consequently, no ontological value or “objective” existence
should be attributed to data derived from standard measurement
techniques, as the data itself cannot embody any notion of “truth”.
The interpretative theoretical framework (the “frame”) provides meaning to
the facts after establishing the presence of a “social phenomenon”, includ-
ing social problems. Nevertheless, communication today appears to utilize
data as representations of incontrovertible, objective truths. How often have
we encountered the assertions that “the data is unequivocal”; “the numbers
substantiate it”; “when making a claim, one must provide the data”?

The implications of these assumptions are significant from an epis-
temic perspective. Assuming the data reflects “objective” truth, the sci-
entific inquiry that produced the data serves as a conduit for truth, and
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communication claims disseminate “certainties”. However, certainty and
truth are the aims of knowledge imparted by religions; knowledge of em-
pirical facts is inherently flawed and predominantly probabilistic. How can
we avoid science from being conflated with religion, or, more detrimentally,
from evolving into religion? The authors of this contribution perceive it as
apparent that the consequences, or possibly the origins, of this interpreta-
tion of science and knowledge could be traced to a positivist epistemology.

Today, the objectification of data is evident within media frameworks
across various communication domains, including social communication,
political communication, and news media communication. In all three do-
mains, communication strategies assume that the issue to be addressed is
discursively framed to seem “true”. lllustrations can be derived from social,
political, and news media discourse.

Let us commence with social communication. Polizzi (2020) identi-
fied a framework titled Violence Against Women Really Exists: The Numbers
Say So inside communication efforts that leverage the “strength” of sta-
tistical data to validate the existence and prevalence of violence. No one
intends to dispute that violence against women is intolerable, heaven for-
bid. However, according to the Istituto Nazionale di Statistica (2014), in-
cidents of violence and homicides perpetrated by men against other men
significantly outnumber those directed at women (Polizzi & Oliveri, 2015).
It can be highlighted that the former are not regarded as of equal signifi-
cance to the latter. They are not mediatized and appear to lack existence —
in fact, they do not exist socially.

In political communication, numerous leaders solicit endorsement
for their assertions, using the “strength of data”, symbolically represented
by the leader’s hand presenting documents with numerical figures, which
serve as seemingly incontrovertible evidence of veracity.

In the realm of media communication, data utilization has gotten in-
creasingly ubiquitous, evident in the inclination to depict intricate facts re-
garding the advancement of a problem through numerical representations,
graphs, and tables. This method undoubtedly offers advantages, mostly
by rendering knowledge seemingly accessible, as it is instantly “visualiz-
able”, even to a general audience of “non-experts”. Nonetheless, there are
certain disadvantages, the primary one being that without methodological
safeguards, the material becomes decontextualized, hence exacerbating
the phenomena of “involuntary distortion” in news media (Altheide, 1976).
Practical examples of the aforementioned can be derived from the Italian
mediasphere. Recently, the COVID-19 emergency narrative in Italy has been
marked by an “emphasis on data”, manifested in three primary types of
representation: ranking, chart, and map (Pedroni, 2020).
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The ranking method enables the positioning of a community (in the
instance of Table 1, a nation) inside a wider framework. Thus, the reader, by
drawing comparisons with like countries, perceives the capacity to assess
the efforts of public officials in addressing the health crisis.

# CouNTRY NUMBER # CouNtRY NUMBER # CouNTRY NUMBER

OF DEA- OF DEA- OF DEA-
THS PER THS PER THS PER
100,000 100,000 100,000
INHABI- INHABI- INHABI-
TANTS TANTS TANTS
1 Bulgaria 337 51 Ecuador 11 101 Turks and 52
Caicos
Islands
2 Peru 332 52 United m 102 Oman 51
Kingdom
3 Georgia 304 53 Italy 107 103 Switzerland 51
4 Hungary 304 54 South Africa 106 104 Malta 48
5 Bosnia and 286 55 New 103 105 Indonesia 45
Herzegovina Caledonia
6 Gibraltar 279 56  Costa Rica 102 106 Belorus 44
7  Montenegro 277 57 Botswana 102 107 Cyprus 43
8 Moldova 273 58 Eswatini 96 108 Cape Verde 43
9 Slovakia 266 59 Malaysia 96 109  Maldives 40
10 North 264 60 Germany 95 110 Canada 39
Macedonia
1 Czech 228 61 Kosovo 93 1 El Salvador 38
Republic
12 Romania 224 62 Iran 91 112 Philippines 38
13 Croatia 213 63 Bolivia 90 13 Man 38
14 Latvia 207 64 Belize 90 114 Kuwait 36
15 Paraguay 202 65 Monaco 89 115 Denmark 34
16 Brazil 200 66 Guam 88 16 Vietnam 33
17 Lithuania 200 67 Barbados 88 117 Zimbabwe 31
18 Trinidad and 193 68 Jordan 86 18 Thailand 31
Tobago
19 French 186 69 France 85 19 Myanmar 30
Polynesia
20 Suriname 182 70 Austria 863 120 Nepal 30
21 Poland 180 71 Kazakhstan 83 121 Lesotho 29
22 Tunisia 177 72 Panama 81 122 Faroe 29
Islands
23 Granada 177 73 Spagna 78 123 Iraq 28
24 Ukraine 175 74 Fiji 78 124 India 24
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25 Russia 175 75 Ireland 76 125  Kyrgyzstan 22
26 Armenia 174 76  St. Vincent 75 126 Finalnd 21
and the
Grenadines
27 Uruguay 173 77 Belgium 75 127 Marocco 20
28 Colombia 171 78 Honduras 74 128 Mariana 19
Islands
29 St. Lucia 158 79 Jamaica 73 129  Sao Tome 18
and Principe
30 Argentina 154 8o Turkey 73 130 Zambia 18
31 Slovenia 151 &1 Andorra 72 131 Cambodia 18
32 Bermuda 150 82 Cuba 72 132 Norway 18
33 Greece 149 83 Albania 72 133  Comoros 17
34 United 142 84  St. Martin 70 134 Dominican 17
States Republic
35 Bahamas 139 8y Sri Lanka 67 135  United Arab 15
Emirates
36 Serbia 135 86 Luxembourg 67 136  Venezuela 15
37 Namibia 135 87  Guatemala 67 137  Singapore 14
38  Seychelles 128 88  Liechtens- 66 138 Egypt 14
tein
39 Estonia 128 89 Dominica 63 139 Cayman 14
Islands
40  British Vir- 126 90 Virgin 62 140 Afghanistan 13
gin Islands Islands
M Aruba 124 91 Libya 62 141 Djibouti 13
42 Mexico 120 92 Mauritius 61 142 Qatar 13
43 Chile 18 93 Bahrain 61 143 Syria 13
44  San Marino 18 94 Mongolia 61 144 Bangladesh 12
45 Sint 18 95  Azerbaijian 57 145 Brunei 12
Maarten
46 Portugal ny 96  Puerto Rico 57 146 Japan 12
47 Antigua and 115 97 Sweden 55
Barbuda
48 Guyana 113 98 Netherlands 55 153  South Korea 9
49 Lebanon 112 99 Israel 53 166  Australia 5
50 Curacao 112 100 St. Kitts 53 199 China o
and Nevis

Table 1. Ranking of nations by number of COVID-19 deaths in 2021

(number of deaths every 100,000 residents)

Note. Adapted from Le Morti da Covid-19 nel 2021: Un Confronto
Internazionale, by M. Garlaschi, 2022, Osservatorio CPI.
(https://osservatoriocpi.unicatt.it/ocpi-pubblicazioni-le-
morti-da-covid-19-nel-2021-un-confronto-internazionale)
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Nonetheless, the discrepancies in death counting methodologies
across various countries are not elucidated, nor is the distinction between
deaths “with” COVID and deaths “from” COVID addressed, a nuance over-
looked by the Italian counting system, which, at a certain juncture, became
increasingly evident and significant in the official narrative.

A chart is another instrument employed to convey facts regarding
the trend of the phenomena. Charts possess the essential quality of facili-
tating the comprehension of phenomena more efficiently and rapidly than
numerical symbols. However, Figure 1 and Figure 2 exhibit complexities
that obscure the instrument’s nature and objectives; specifically, Figure 1
denotes a “moving average”, whereas Figure 2 illustrates the phenomenon
on a logarithmic scale — concepts that few readers, regardless of their in-
tellectual capacity, would likely comprehend.

Figure 1. Growth in new cases on a weekly basis

Source. Retrieved from Coronavirus in ltalia, i Dati e la Mappa, by
Barbara et al., 2024, Lab24.
(https://lab24.ilsole24o0re.com/coronavirus/#)

Note. The dots are daily cases of the day/daily cases
of the same day of the previous week. The curve
represents the 7—day moving average. If a value is higher
than 1, it means that infections are increasing.
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Figure 2. Daily percentage variation in infections, on a logarithmic scale
(how the percentage growth of total cases varies day by day)
Source. Retrieved from Coronavirus in Italia, i Dati e la Mappa, by
Barbara et al., 2024, Lab24.
(https://lab24.ilsole240re.com/coronavirus/#)

The map has served as an additional instrument for distributing in-
formation regarding the pandemic. Figure 3 enables the reader to assess,
using a gradient of color intensities, the varying incidence of the virus. The
necessity to distinguish colors may, however, create confusion among read-
ers: the most vivid red hue appears to signify a notably severe manifesta-
tion of the phenomenon, yet it is actually designated for provinces where
slightly over 5o cases per 100,000 inhabitants were reported in an entire
week (Sondrio 56 cases, Brescia 52, Padua 53, Rovigo 59), totaling just over
11,000 cases in ltaly, whereas during peak periods of the pandemic, daily
cases exceeded 200,000. The risk is in the colors intensity fostering the
perception that the current conditions in the provinces of Sondrio, Brescia,
Padua, and Rovigo are more severe than they truly are. Figure 3 illustrates
notable variations across geographically adjacent provinces: for instance,
Perugia has a value of 31, whilst Pesaro-Urbino, Ancona, Macerata, and
Fermo each have a value of only 1. In Sicily, there exist entire provinces, in-
cluding populous ones like as Palermo and Messina, where no occurrences
have been documented. It appears that various territorial realities docu-
ment and convey data in markedly disparate manners. While the overall
utilization of swabs has significantly diminished in recent months, people
in certain regions have ceased their use entirely, which evidently contradicts
the notion that the virus is no longer present in those areas.
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Figure 3. New cases in Italy per 100,000 inhabitants (by
province and region, week 19-25 September 2024)

Source. Retrieved from Coronavirus in Italia, i Dati
e la Mappa, by Barbara et al., 2024, Lab24.

The preceding examples illustrate that, in the absence of suitable in-
terpretations accompanying the tools for conveying scientific information
— considering the context and methodology employed in their generation
— the data may not only lack consistency with a purported “true” represen-
tation of the investigated phenomenon but may also be deceptive. A further
example, illustrated in Figure 4, is derived from an article published in Italy
in the online edition of a national daily on March 20, 2024 (“Malattia X, llaria
Capua: ‘Ci Sara un’Altra Pandemia e Sara Piu Pesante del Covid"”’, 2024).
The article discusses the forecast issued by the World Health Organization
(WHO) concerning a potential pandemic caused by a hypothetical virus,
referred to generically as “X”. It is important to note that nearly all national
newspapers at that time reported on and analysed the WHO forecast.

114



Antonino Mario Oliveri & Gabriella Polizzi

Public Communication of Science and Social Problems in the Age of Mediatization

Figure 4. News about the advent of a next pandemic,
spread in Italy by a national newspaper

Source. Retrieved from “Malattia X, llaria Capua:
‘Ci Sara un’Altra Pandemia e Sara Piu Pesante del
Covid"", La Stampa, 2024. (https://www.lastampa.it/
cronaca/2024/03/20/news/malattia_x_oms-14162475/)

Both the article and the complete WHO press release indeed raise
uncertainties and undermine the researcher educated under Karl Popper’s
principles, which emphasize that every scientific theory must be falsifiable.
How can one demonstrate that the WHQ's assertion that “sooner or later
there will be another pandemic” is incorrect? In Popperian words, this may
be construed as metaphysics rather than scientific reasoning.

Finally, the case of an article published in Italy on July 6, 2024, by the
online edition of a different major daily, is presented in Figure 5. This pub-
lication characterizes the rise in infections as “the COVID summer peak”,
despite just 3,855 new infections and 18 fatalities occurring in Italy from
June 27 to July 3, 2024. A limited number of infections, having no effect on
hospitals, were characterized as a “summer peak”. The unavoidable infec-
tious disease specialist asserted that “with the onset of autumn and sub-
sequently winter... it is crucial to meticulously prepare a vaccination cam-
paign” (“Covid, il Picco Estivo di Infezioni per la Variante KP.3. | Sintomi:
Dal Mal di Testa a Problemi Agli Occhi e Tosse”, 2024). It can be contended
that a limited number of infections was employed seemingly inconsistently,
to alert readers to a significant issue and to bolster the forthcoming anti-
COVID immunization initiative pre-emptively.

115



Antonino Mario Oliveri & Gabriella Polizzi

Public Communication of Science and Social Problems in the Age of Mediatization

Figure 5. News published in Italy in a nationwide newspaper
on the amount and characteristics of the alleged “summer
peak” of COVID in the week 27 June-3 July

Source. Retrieved from “Covid, il Picco Estivo di Infezioni
per la Variante KP.3. | Sintomi: Dal Mal di Testa a Problemi
Agli Occhi e Tosse”, Il Messaggero, 2024. (https://www.
ilmessaggero.it/salute/prevenzione/covid_estate_sintomi_
mal_di_testa_occhi_vomito_news_oggi-8225292.html)

The aforementioned examples, sourced from the Italian media com-
munication landscape, illustrate that data may be utilized without adequate
consideration of their interpretative context or to propagandistically bolster
the ideological or political stances of their creators.

4. CONCLUSION

This work demonstrates that media logic can influence specialized ac-
tivity, particularly in the realm of public communication about scientific and
social issues. Social problems are framed within certain contexts that facili-
tate the interpretation of data designed to evaluate and quantify these issues.

Nevertheless, the measurement of complex phenomena is inherently
contingent upon the decisions made by researchers and the particular the-
oretical and definitional framework employed (the “frame”). Consequently,
none of these components — theories, indicators, measurement scales —
possess intrinsic “objective” value, nor can the data produced from measure-
ment processes be deemed “objective”.

A propensity for the objectification of data is seen in media frames
generated across various communication domains, including social commu-
nication, political communication, and news media communication. Public
communication should explicitly define the framework within which facts and
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scientific research findings are presented, to avoid misleading the audience
with an illusory sense of objectivity and impartiality in science.
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Ndo ¢€ dificil compreender as razdes por que a inteligéncia
artificial é um dos temas da atualidade. Bots e sistemas (pretensa-
mente) auténomos capturam a nossa atengdo com a mesma inten-
sidade que apresentam incertezas sobre os riscos e os impactos que
causardo no mundo do trabalho e na vida social. Concebido a partir
dos estudos da comunicagdo, este livro junta-se a outros esforgos
para tentar compreender o que alguns consideram ser um divisor de
dguas na histéria da Humanidade e do préprio planeta. A solugdo
ndo € perguntar a inteligéncia artificial como este livro discute a
ética aplicada, a moralidade e as transformagdes nos processos co-
municacionais. Sobre este e outros assuntos da ética dos média sao
autores humanos que respondem.
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